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deals with commonly used and abused drugs. They describe 
socially  acceptable  drugs  such  as  alcohol,  nicotine  and 
caffeine;  abused  prescription  drugs,  such  as  steroids  and 
analgesics  and  sedatives;  and  illicit  substances,  such  as, 
Ecstasy, cocaine and hallucinogens. The drugs are discussed 
in terms of pharmacological class, common slang names, 
pharmacological  effect  (“The  Buzz”),  risks  in  overdose 
and  other  adverse  effects. The  range  of  drugs  covered  is 
fairly up to date, and includes substances such as gamma 
hydroxybutarate  (GHB).  Both  the  positive  and  negative 
effects of drugs are discussed – the debate about the dangers 
of cannabis is covered, along with the arguments for and 
against legalisation. Similarly they discuss the question of 
the possible long term neurotoxicity of Ecstasy and other 
amphetamine derivatives (so called “designer drugs”).
The second part of the book is much shorter and provides 
a simple introduction to neurobiology, pharmacology and 
addiction. Legal issues are also discussed, albeit from an 
American perspective.
In addition to these two main sections there is also a useful 
bibliography for those who wish to pursue topics in greater 
depth,  a  glossary  of  drug-related  slang,  and  a  colour 
photographic  section  which  illustrates  many  of  the  drugs 
discussed.  
This book is well written and easy to read. It could be used 
as a resource to be consulted, dipped into simply for interest’s 
sake, or read from cover to cover. Pharmacology is presented 
in an interesting and accessible manner which does not require 
the reader to have a background in the life-sciences.  And, 
whilst this is not a pharmacology textbook, the mechanisms of 
drug action are covered in some depth. However, specifically 
medical issues, such as treatment of overdose and addiction, 
are not covered. That this book is written from an American 
perspective limits the relevance of some sections, especially 
the discussion of legal issues. In their discussion about the 
dangers of drugs, whilst coming down hard against Ecstasy, 
the authors take a softer line than I would with regard to 
cannabis.
Overall, if you are looking for an up to date, accessible source 
of information regarding drugs of abuse, this book would be 
a good starting point.
Michael Trimble
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For those interested in medical history, 
this book by Robert Richardson is an 
excellent  read.  Robert  Richardson, 
who qualified in medicine at Oxford 
University,  has  become  a  freelance 
medical editor and has written a number of books on medical 
and surgical history. This book is a splendid insight to the 
latter years of Napoleon Bonaparte. It is superbly researched 
and gives remarkable detail of Napoleon’s medical illnesses, 
especially in the latter years of his life. There is a remarkable 
chapter (Chapter 19) on the postmortem performed on 6th 
May  1821  of  Napoleon,  which  describes  in  considerable 
detail tuberculosis in his lungs and the adjacent pericardium. 
The examining doctor described how the internal surface of 
the stomach was taken up by a “cancerous ulcer” along the 
lesser curvature.  The remainder of this chapter describes 
the intrigue and the various versions of Napoleon’s cause of 
death by those who surrounded him and the historians of that 
time (and following). Remarkably, it was Napoleon himself 
who surmised he had cancer of the stomach. It was he who 
requested (demanded) that he should have an autopsy for 
the benefit of his son in case he might inherit the cancerous 
growth. It was stated that, throughout his illness, he never 
complained and kept his character to the last! His disease 
was hereditary, his father having died of it, and his sister, the 
Princess Borghese, was also thought to have had cancer of 
the stomach.  
This  beautiful  book  is  remarkably  detailed,  extremely 
well researched and gives rise to multiple intrigues which 
surrounded Napoleon’s latter life. For the serious students of 
medical history, the book is well referenced. I can recommend 
this book for those wanting a gentle read through medical 
history and a contemporaneous view of the times of the latter 
years of Napoleon. I would also recommend it for the student 
of medicine beginning his or her studies as an insight into the 
medical times of Napoleon and the remarkable description of 
his illness and of his autopsy in particular. 
I enjoyed reading this text and can recommend it to a wide 
readership.
Professor Roy A J Spence